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George Eliot's novels have never been received in France with great enthusiasm. Translatiom 
have been relatively sparse, and it is still difficult to find more than one or two titles in Paris. 
even in the best academic bookshops, whereas Jane Austen's novels are widely read. Only a 
detailed reception history could reveal the reasons for this response, although it no doubt has 
something to do with the high Victorian tone and sentiments of George Eliot's writing, which 
would have fallen on deaf ears in late nineteenth-century France and a fortiori in the 
successive phases of twentieth-century modernism. The renewed interest brought about first 
by Leavis and later by feminist critics have had no equivalent in France, where feminism has 
in the main been more theoretically oriented and where the doxa of the 'death of the (realist) 
novel' has remained persistent. 
However, The Mill on the Floss (together with Si/as Mamer) has been something of an 
exception, perhaps because of its sophisticated probing of the themes of childhood and 
memory, which drew applause from Proust; the blurb calls it '[le] roman le plus connu de 
George Eliot.' It appears regularly on the syllabus of higher education examinations in France, 
and this collection of fourteen essays appears to be designed primarily for French students of 
English literature. Six (plus the Introduction) are in English, the remainder in French; the 
authors include some very well-known George Eliot specialists (Beryl Gray, Barbara Hardy, 
John Rignall), two senior French anglicistes (Fran~oise Dupeyron-Lafay, Annie Escuret), and 
a number of younger colleagues, most of them in the postdoctoral phase of their careers. 
The essays are loosely grouped under the headings 'Entre nature et culture', 'Temps et 
tragedie', 'Du visuel au visionnaire: images et imagination', 'Realisme, verite, interpretation', 
and 'Epistemologies'. However, there are many themes which cut across the sectional 
divisions: images of the natural world, the question of metaphor itself, the relation of language 
to truth, gender issues and the position of the woman writer, the scientific (especially 
pre-Darwinian) frame of reference, the tragic trajectory of the novel, and of course the vexed 
question of its final episode. These overlaps helpfully allow the reader to compare different 
interpretations of particular passages and sometimes conflicting perspectives on key critical 
problems. The volume would have gained considerably in coherence and focus, however, if 
the authors had been encouraged to exchange drafts and insert some mutual cross-references. 
As it is, there is at times a disconcerting sense of dija vu when, for example, the putative mole 
on the waggoner 's face or Mr Stelling's educational principles reappear for the third or fourth 
time. The brief bibliographies supplied by each author could also have been usefully 
supplemented by the addition of a more comprehensive and balanced bibliography at the end 
of the volume. 
The critical approaches are very various, from a classic post-Leavis mode to a freewheeling 
(perhaps one should say surfing) postmodernist perspective in which chaos theory and 
thermodynamics are evoked, some fanciful etymologies proposed ('Tulliver' = 'tulle' + 
'(de)liver' = caught up in the fabric / set free), and the ending of the novel compared - quite 
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pertinently, as it happens - with that of the film Thelma and Louise. The influence of the 
'feminist' phase of George Eliot criticism (Gilbert and Gubar, Flint, Jacobus, Showalter) is 
much in evidence in the English-language pieces but not the French ones; on the other hand, 
the intellectual context, as explicated in particular by Beer and Shuttleworth, crosses that 
divide freely. More surprisingly, some of the French essays revert to a thematic mode that 
recalls Bachelard, Poulet and their heirs on the one hand and the dialectical oppositions dear 
to structuralism on the other: 'le regard', metaphor as a focus of the imaginaire, the opposition 
between 'nature' and 'culture' all appear much as they might have done had this volume been 
published thirty years ago, which is a little strange given that the authors of these pieces belong 
to the younger generation. Similarly, an article on George Eliot's rhetoric of truth-telling 
begins strongly but is spoilt in its concluding pages by a patronizing put-down asking why 
George Eliot should be trying so hard to maintain the (self-evidently naIve but also coercive) 
discourse of 'realism' . The post-Barthesian doxa which makes nineteenth-century realism a 
perpetual Aunt Sally has surely now been discredited; besides, the joint authors of this article 
fail to cite crucial passages (featured centrally in other contributions to the volume) which 
demonstrate George Eliot's acute consciousness that the 'knowledge we call truth' is 
'complex, fragmentary, doubt-provoking' and its representation accordingly problematic. 
The volume lacks an etat present of studies on The Mill on the Floss that could have put these 
different critical approaches in perspective and indicated new directions in George Eliot 
criticism. What it also lacks, surprisingly, despite some intermittent gestures in that direction, 
is any sustained sense of the European context of Eliot's writing. Her awareness of the French 
realist movement of the 1850s in both painting and literature cries out to be addressed in a fully 
historical manner ('realism' is almost always used as a general aesthetic category in this 
volume), as does her response to French positivism and its secular religions. The notion of a 
'village tragedy' in The Mill on the Floss invites comparison with Gottfried Keller's Romeo 
und Julia auf dem Dorfe, which George Eliot certainly knew, and it is strange to talk of the 
importance of Sophocles' Antigone as a model for George Eliot's novel, and of tragic 
'collisions', yet not to mention that this conception of tragedy, which became the dominant one 
in the nineteenth century, is specifically Hegelian. It would be a pity if cross-Channel 
enterprises such as this volume helped to export to the Continent an insular approach to 
George Eliot's work. 
Maria Tang's collection offers French students of The Mill on the Floss a good deal to think 
about. It contains a handful of excellent essays, some alert close readings and some 
provocative critical angles, but it won't tell George Eliot specialists much that they didn't 
know already. 
Terence Cave 
St John's College, Oxford 
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